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SSA’S TOLL-FREE TELEPHONE SYSTEM: SERVICE
OR DISSERVICE?

MONDAY, APRIL 10, 1989

U.S. SENATE,
SpEciAL COMMITTEE ON AGING,
Washington, DC.

The committee met, pursuant to notice, at 9:34 a.m., in room SD-
628, Dirksen Senate Office Building, Hon. David Pryor (chairman
of the committee) presiding.

Present: Senators Pryor and Burdick.

‘Staff- Present: Portia Mittelman, staff director; Christopher Jen-
.nings, deputy staff director; Chris Drayton, chief clerk; Dr. Joseph Lie-
berman, acting minority staff director; Jonathan Adelstein, profes-
sional staff member; Jennifer McCarthy, professional staff member;
Nancy Smith, minority professional staff member; Olaf Reistrup,
hearing clerk; and Dan Tuite, printer.

OPENING STATEMENT BY SENATOR DAVID PRYOR, CHAIRMAN

ghe CHAIRMAN. Good morning. The committee will come to
order.

I would like to welcome everyone to this morning’s hearing.
Today we will focus on the Social Security Administration’s new
toll-free telephone system, and whether the service it delivers—or
fails to deliver—justifies its extraordinarily rapid implementation.
This is why we have called this hearing “SSA’s Toll-Free Tele-
phone System: Service or Disservice?”’

SSA plays a very key role in the lives of millions of Americans.
Nationally, 38 million individuals—retired workers, widows, and
children of deceased workers—depend on Social Security. Another
4 million elderly, blind, and disabled persons living in poverty are
receiving benefits under the Supplemental Security Income pro-
gram, or SSI.

In my home State of Arkansas, for example, there are nearly
500,000 elderly men and women receiving Social Security benefits
and over 40,000 on SSI.

For years, SSA has provided personal service to elderly Ameri-
cans and others through local field offices. In recent years, howev-
er, the agency increasingly has moved toward service delivery
through a small number of so-called “teleservice centers.”

Last October SSA took a further leap—and, I must say, a giant
leap—in this direction by launching a new 800 number which all
calls concerning Social Security and SSI are routed through the
teleservice centers. At present, the 800 number system is in effect
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throughout 60 percent of the Nation, with the rest of the country
scheduled to come on-line in' October 1989.

Before SSA’s 800 number system was started up, I asked the
General Accounting Office to examine the adequacy of the agency’s
plan. I hoped to avoid the same kind of problems, such as lack of
accessibility and accuracy, that were plaguing a similar teleservice
program operated by the Internal Revenue Service.

Unfortunately, despite a number of assurances that SSA provid-
ed to the General Accounting Office, these same problems arose.

In January, for example, the busy signal rate was about 43 per-
cent nationwide. In a number of metropolitan areas it was as high
as 60 to 70 percent. Further, when callers did get through, they
often have been getting inaccurate information. More than one in
five callers, or 23 percent, were given the wrong answers to ques-
tions regarding the earnings limitation for those over 70 years of
age. Nearly one in four, or 24 percent, were given wrong informa-
tion about SSI.

I also am very concerned that SSA’s 800 number system has
been promoted to the public in a very misleading way. From the
start, the 800 number has been characterized as an option. In fact,
callers in those areas where the system is in effect have lost direct
access to their local Social Security office. Calls to local offices are
intercepted and re-routed to a teleservice center. Listings for local
offices have been stripped from telephone directories issued after
the system’s start-up date, and directory assistance has been in-
structed to give only the 800 number to the caller. At the same
time, it appears that SSA teleservice operators have been discour-
aged from giving out the local office number and address.

A related problem is that callers to SSA’s 800 line are left to
assume that they are being connected with their local Social Secu-
rity office, rather than to a teleservice center, which may be hun-
dreds or thousands of miles away. Not only is this wrong, but it
van lead to great frustration, confusion, and hardship.

For example, callers from mining States may be unable to get
answers to questions regarding the black lung program. As another
example, callers seeking information about Arkansas’ SSI supple-
mentation rate may be given Alabama’s rate, because those who
(:111‘1 from Arkansas actually talk to an operator in Birmingham,

While teleservice may be appropriate for a telemarketing firm, it
is highly questionable if this works for Social Security. To date, de-
spite huge expenditures, callers to the IRS’ 800 line have yet to be
assured of accessible or accurate information. Similarly, we have
very serious reservations about the advisability of the Social Secu-
rity Administration adopting a teleservice system, particularly
where patience, care, and extensive knowledge are often required
to truly provide a service to the individual.

Yet, as outlined in SSA’s Project 2000 plan, this is exactly the
direction in which SSA is moving—and, I must say, moving very
rapidly—without coming before the constituencies it is intended to
serve to try to iron out the wrinkles before such a program is fully
implemented.

According to the plan, SSA, “Should move forcefully to make
teleservice the predominant mode of service long before the year
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2000.” In other words, SSA plans to abandon its network of local
Social Security offices, instead dealing with individuals by hooking
them up to an 800 number.

SSA serves those who are among the most vulnerable in our soci-
ety; individuals who often require personal attention and who may
be intimidated by modern technology. SSA’s move to dehumanize
its service system reveals a profound lack of understanding about
the agency’s mission and the special needs of these individuals.

Finally, SSA has never stopped to consider the views of elderly
Americans and others who depend on SSA. I believe full public dis-
cussion should precede any further changes—particularly those
that are outlined in the Project 2000 plan.

Another management problem has recently come to my atten-
tion that I find very shocking. I have discovered that SSA has veri-
fied the Social Security numbers of millions of Americans for pri-
vate companies such as credit bureaus and banking institutions.
This is potentially the largest breach of confidentiality in the histo-
ry of this program.

The Social Security Administration should not become a conduit,
as it apparently has been, for any business which wants access to
confidential Social Security data on individuals.

SSA exists to administer a critical set of programs affecting most
Americans. It should never be co-opted for commercial purposes.

I have been alarmed that all of the attorneys I have contacted
tell me that Social Security’s actions violate the Privacy Act of
1974. The American Law Division of the Congressional Research
Service and the expert counsel to the House Governmental Infor-
mation Subcommittee have all concluded that SSA’s actions violate
the Privacy Act.

SSA officials didn’t even ask the SSA’s Chief Counsel to review
legal questions until after millions of individuals’ files had been
verified for private company use.

SSA has now begun preparations to run files on 140 million
Americans for a company called TRW as of March 1987. SSA offi-
cials asked TRW for $1 million for the information processing, and
TRW, of course, readily agreed. Incredibly, the Commissioner has
asked Congress to increase SSA’s funding for computers by $30 mil-
lion next year, claiming that SSA lacks the capacity it needs. How,
I would ask, did they expect to find the spare time fo run a million-
dollar job for a private company, TRW?

Even if SSA’s actions were legal, they were certainly inappropri-
ate. SSA should maintain public confidence in the confidentiality
of its records. We should not encourage use of the Social Security
numbers as universal identifiers. Considering that SSA is request-
ing more funds for computer systems, I wonder where it gets the
excess capacity to do computer runs for private companies? Hope-
fully we will find the answer to that question in this morning’s
hearing.

At today’s hearing we will examine not only that question, but
certainly the question that we outlined earlier: That of the 800
number now being employed by the Social Security Administra-
tion.

We have three witnesses to begin this morning, and I would like
first to give you their names. The first panel consists of: Katheryn
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Lippert from Pittsburgh, PA; Myra Baillie from San Francisco, CA;
and Judith Price from Akron, OH.

I will call on Katheryn Lippert first, but let me first apologize on
behalf of Senator John Heinz, the vice-chairman of this committee.
Senator Heinz could not be in Washington today. He wanted me to
extend his appreciation to you, Mrs. Lippert, for being here. He
also wanted me to mention to you and others that his earlier com-
mitments in the State could not be changed in the short time that
the hearing was scheduled. He asked that his statement be printed
in full and inserted in the record.

He also wants it to be known that he shares our concern about
the effect of the 800 number on Social Security beneficiaries’ abili-
ty to get timely and correct information.

Mrs. Lippert, we want you, in your own words, to tell us about
your experiences with the 800 number. You may begin your state-
ment at this time.

[The prepared statement of Senator Pryor, along with the state-
ments of Senator John Heinz and Senator Charles Grassley follow:]
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OPENIRG STATEMENRT

SENATOR DAVID PRYOR
Chairman

Senate Special Committee on Aging
April 10, 1989
SSA'S TOLL-FREE TELEPHONE SYSTEM: SERVICE OR DISSERVICE?

On behalf of myself and the other members of the Special
Committee on Aging, I want to welcome everyone to this morning’s
hearing. Today, we will be focusing our attention on the Social
Security Administration‘s (SSA’s) new toll-free telephone system
and whether the services it delivers -- or fails to deliver --
justifies its extraordinarily rapid implementation.

The importance of the SSA’s role in the lives of millions of
Americans cannot be overestimated. Nationally, 38 million
individuals -- retired workers, their widows, and the children of
deceased workers -- depend upon Social Security. An additional 4
million or more elderly, blind,.and disabled persons living in
poverty are provided monthly assistance under the Supplemental
Security Income program, or SSI. In my home state of Arkansas,
there are nearly half a million elderly men and women who receive
Social Security benefits, and over 40,000 whom are provided
assistance under SSI.

For years,.SSA has provided personal service to elderly
Americans and others through its many local field offices. In
recent years, however, the agency increasingly has moved toward
service.delivery through a small number of so-called teleservice
centers. Last October, SSA took a further leap in this direction
by launching a new 800-number system in which all calls concerning
Social Security and SSI were routed to the teleservice centers.

At present, the 800-number system is in effect throughout 60
percent of the nation, with the rest of the country scheduled to
come on line in September, 1989.

Before SSA’s 800-number system was started up, I asked the
General Accounting Office (GAO) to examine the adequacy of the
agency’s then-implementation plans. I felt every precaution
should be taken to avoid a repeat of the kind of problems, such as
lack of accesstbiiityT—that"was.plaguing a similar teleservice
-program operated by the IRS. Unfortunately, despite a number of
assurances that SSA provided to GAO in this regard, I recently
learned that my concerns were warranted. In January, for example,
the busy signal rate was about 43 percent nationwide, and in a
number of metropolitan areas it was as high as 60-70 percent.
Further, when callers do get through they may not be given
accurate information. More than one in five callers or 23 percent
asking questions about the earnings limitation for those 70 years
of age were given the wrong answer, as were nearly one in four or
24 percent with questions about SSI.

I have a number of additional concerns about SSA‘s 800-
number system, particularly the misleading way it has been
promoted to the public. Prom the start, the 800 number has been
characterized as an "option". 1In fact, callers in those areas in
which the system is in effect have lost direct access to their
local Social Security office. Calls to local offices are
intercepted and rerouted to a teleservice center, listings for
local offices have been stripped from telephone directories issued
after the system’'s start-up date, and directory assistance has
been instructed to give only the 800 number. At the same time,
SSA teleservice operators are discouraged from giving out the
local office number and address.



A related and similarly troubling aspect is that callers to
SSA’s 800 line are left to assume that they are being connected to
their local Social Security office, rather than to a teleservice
center which may be hundreds of miles away. Not only is this
wrong, but it can lead to great frustration, confusion and even
hardship. For example, Spanish-speaking callers from California
may be unable to communicate their concerns to teleservice
operators in other states, while conversely callers from mining
states may be unable to get answers to questions regarding the
black-lung program. As another example, callers seeking
information about their state’s SSI supplmentation rate may be
given the rate applicable to an entirely different state.

While teleservice may be appropriate for a telemarketing
firm, in my view it is highly questionable whether this is a
workable approach for an agency charged with providing a complex
range of services. To date, despite the expenditure of enormous
resources, callers to the IRS‘s 800-line have yet to be assured of
accessible and accurate information. Similarly, I have very
serious reservations about the advisability of adopting a
teleservice system where patience, care, and extensive knowledge
are often required to truly provide a service. Yet, as outlined
in SSA’'s Project 2000 plan, this is exactly the direction in which
SSA is moving. According to the plan, "SSA should move forcefully
to make teleservice the predominant mode of service long before
the Year 2000."

SSA is a unique agency, responsible for serving those who are
among the most vulnerable in our nation, who often require
personal attention to be fully responsive, and who commonly are
intimidated by modern technology. That SSA would even consider
dehumanizing its service delivery system reveals a profound lack
of understanding about the agency’s mission and the special needs
of the population it is mandated to serve.

At present, SSA is in the pr of fund tally changing
the way services are provided -- turning away from a community-
based, personal approach to a centralized, depersonalized
teleservice system -- without ever stopping to consider the views
of elderly Americans and others who depend on SSA. I believe they
should be asked and full public discussion ensured before any
changes, particularly those that are outlined in Project 2000
plan, are considered.

Another management problem has recently come to my attention
that I find shocking. I have discovered that SSA has verified the
Social Security numbers of millions of Americans for private
companies such as credit bureaus and banks. This is potentially
the largest breach of confidentiality in the history of the
program.

The Social Security Administration should not become a
conduit, as it apparently has been, for any business which wants
access to confidential Social Security data on individuals. SSA
exists to administer a critical set of programs affecting most-
Americans; it should never be coopted for commercial purposes.

I have been alarmed that all of the attorneys I have
contacted tell me that Social Security’s actions violate the
Privacy Act of 1974. The law prohibits disclosure of Social
Security information on individual Americans without their express
consent. The American Law Division of the Congressional Research
Service and the expert counsel to the House Government Information
Subcommittee have all concluded that SSA’s actions violate the
Privacy Act.

SSA’'s actions reflect a lack of sensitivity to the law, as
well as to the need to maintain the privacy of Social Security
data on individuals. SSA should not have proceeded with such
verifications if there were even a question as to their legality.

SSA officials did eventually ask for SSA’'s Chief Counsel to
review legal questions, but his report was issued on December 5,
1988, after millions of individuals’ files had been verified for
private companies. Although the report did not contain any strong
conclusions about whether SSA should continue the verification
procedures, I read the report to indicate that such verification
could be construed as illegal.



_SSA had begun preparations to run files on 140 million
Americans for TRW as of March, 1987. SSA official asked TRW for
$1 mxl}lon for the information processing, and TRW agreed.
Incrgdlbly, the Commissioner has asked Congress to increase SSA‘s
funding fgr computers by $30 million next year, claiming SSA lacks
the capacity it needs. How, I would ask, did they expect to find
the spare time to run a million dollar job for TRW? .

Even if SSA’s actions were legal, they were certainly
inappropriate. SSA should maintain public confidence in the
confidentiality of its records. We should not encourage use of
Social Security numbers as universal identifiers. And considering
that SSA is pleading before Congress about its need to increase
funding for computer systems, I wonder where it gets the excess
capacity to do computer runs for private companies.

At today’s hearing, we will examine these issues. I hope we
will begin the public debat€ that has been so sorely lacking in
SSA’'s planning process and that is so vital to the well-being of
those the agency is mandated to serve.
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STATEMENT OF JOHN HEINZ
RANKING MINORITY MEMBER
SENATE. SPECIAL COMMITTEE ON AGIKG HEARING
"SSA'S TOLL-FREE TBLBPHONBuﬁigigg: SERVICE OR DISSERVICE?"
1 E

Today's hearing focuses on a problem that cuts at the very
heart of the Soclal Security beneficlary's trust in the Social
Security System and Jeopardizes their rightful access to benefits --
a non-working toll-free information line.  Equally disturbing 1s
evidence that the Social Security Administration may have violated
the beneflclary's fundamental right to privacy in the process of
verifying individual Social Security numbers for private companies.
I commend you, Mr. Chairman, for holding this hearing and for the
excellent work that you and your staff have done to surface these
problems.

Forty million Americans receive Soclal Security checks each
month, For most disabled and elderly Americans, -Social Security
provides the cash they need to survive and meet monthly bills., What
happens, however, when one of these forty million people receives
the wrong amount in their check, or has a question about whether or
not they can receive income benefits? Typically, a person would
plck up the phone and dial their local Soclal Security office. Now,
the Social Security Administration (SSA) through a campaign they
claim will make their services more accessible to the individual has
created a toll-free 800 information line. But, there 18 evidence
that this new number 1s more of a barrier than a help.

Take the case of Mrs. Lippert, one of our witnesses today who
is from my home town of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Mrs. Lippert has
a very frustrating and troubling story to tell of her experience
with the 800 number following the sudden death of her husband last
November. When she called the 800 number, she was assured,
erroneously, that everything was fine and "the check would soon be
in the mail." 1Instead, Mrs. Lippert has had to survive,
unnecessarily, on half of the income -benefits she is entitled for
the past five and half months. All of this could have been avoided
if Mrs. Lippert had been given the right information or had been
able to talk with Social Security fileld office staff from the start.
At long last, Mrs. Lippert can expect to receive all ‘the money due
to her this week -- six months late. Mrs. Lippert 1s fortunate in
one respect. If she had waited another two weeks, she would not
have been eligible to receive back payments because a rule requiring
that beneficiaries apply for benefits within six months of a
spouse's death.

I find Mrs. Lippert's experience with the toll-free line
deplorable. Rather than being assured of her continued financial
security during a time of great personal loss, Soclal Security added
to her unsettled emotional and financlal state. It seems that what
we intended as an "income security" program 1s becoming an "income
depletion" program as people like Mrs. Lippert are forced to dip




Mrs. Lippert's case 1s not an isolated incident. Several
people have called my state offices saying that they are having
difficulty getting through to thé SSA and are continually getting
busy signals. Nettie Brecher, a 76 year old widow, who called the
agency with a question about her benefits, tried several times and
consistently heard the same busy signal. In her frustration she
sald, "this is ridiculous - how long do they (SSA)-expect an elderly
person to hang on?"

Other problems stem from the fact that a call can come in to
a toll-free information centers from anywhere in the country.
Consider, for example, the frustration of a spanish-speaking person
in Los Angeles trying to communicate with a 800 operator in
Pennaylvania who only knows English! Alternatively, a Los Angeles
operator would be far less prepared than field staff in Pennsylvania
to handle questions about black lung benefits -- a benefit few LA
residents but a large number of my constituents are eligible to
receive,

Since the Soclal Security Administration began 1its plan to
change over the old telephone system into an automated system,
evidence has revealed serious flaws in the system. Nationally, the
busy signal rate was about 43 percent and high rates of
misinformation were reported. SSA's new system has also made it
more difficult for beneficlaries to access their field offices. The
phone numbers for these local offices have been replaced in the
phone book by the toll- free number. Even if a person happens to
know the local office number, their call 1is still re-routed to the
800 service center. This means, that the only way to get to SSA's
field personnel is through the front door or if a caller 1s
fortunate enough to be referred to field staff by the 800 operator.

I do not oppose the 1dea of a 800 number that helps people
recelve thelr checks quicker or that glves out accurate information.
What I oppose is a system that replaces, rather than supplements the
human element that only field office personnel can adequatély
provide. Depersonalizing our Social Security system is the wrong
way to go. What we seem to have now is a system that is
inaccessible, inaccurate and threatens to block older people from
their benefits.

I look forward to learning from the witnesses about how the
800 number 1is being operated and whether it is having the effect of
cutting off all face-to-face contact with staff. If SSA does not
take steps to resolve these problems quickly and contlnues on this
dehumanizing track, the Congress will have no recourse but to pass
corrective legislation. I glso look forward to working with you,
Mr. Chairman, to fully investigate SSA's handing of the Socilal
Security files and the evidence you have uncovered that suggests an
unacceptable 1f not unlawful breach of confidentiality.

S R LR 22
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STATEMENT OF SENATOR CHARLES E. GRASSLEY AT A HEARING OF THE
—SPECIAL COMMITTEE ON AGING ON THE SUBJBCT OF THE SOCIAL
SECURITY ADMINISTRATION TOLL FREE TELEPHONE INQUIRY LINE,

MONDAY, APRIL 10, 1989

THANK YOU, MR. CHAIRMAN.

I AM PLEASED TO BE HERE TODAY TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS
HEARING ON A VERY IMPORTANT TOPIC.

I THINK MANY OF US WHO WATCH THE SOCIAL SECURITY PROGRAM
HAVE BEEN PLEASED TO SEE NUMEROUS INNOVATIONS INTRODUCED IN
RECENT YEARS WHICH ARE HAVING THE EFFECT OF IMPROVING THE LEVEL
AND QUALITY OF SERVICE AVAILABLE TO SOCIAL SECURITY
BENEFICIARIES. :

I AM TALKING, AMONG OTHER THINGS, ABOUT THE
.COMPUTERIZATION OF SOCIAL SECURITY RETIREMENT RECORDS, WHICH
MAKE POSSIBLE A LEVEL OF SERVICE, ACCURACY, AND RESPONSIVENESS
NOT HERETOFORE POSSIBLE.

I AM TALKING ABOUT THE "REQUEST FOR EARNINGS AND BENEFIT
ESTIMATE STATEMENT" WHICH THE SOCIAL SECURITY ADMINISTRATION IS
MAKING AVAILABLE TO FUTURE BENEFICIARIES. ON THE BASIS OF
INFORMATION RECEIVED WHEN A FUTURE BENEFICIARY SUBMITS THIS
QUESTIONAIRE, THE SOCIAL SECURITY ADMINISTRATION IS MAKING
AVAILABLE AN ESTIMATE OF FUTURE SOCIAL SECURITY BENEFITS. I
THINK THIS CAN HAVE THE EFFECT OF GIVING FUTURE BENEFICIARIES A
VERY CONCRETE STAKE IN THE SYSTEM.

THE TELEPHONE HOT LINE SYSTEM WE ARE GOING TO DISCUSS

© TODAY AT THIS HEARING ALSO OFFERS THE POTENTIAL FOR A

CONSIDERABLE INCREASE IN THE RESPONSIVENESS OF THE SOCIAL
SECURITY PROGRAM COMPARED TO WHAT WE HAD PRIOR TO ITS
INTRODUCTION.

CONCEIVABLY, THE HOT LINE WILL ENABLE A BENEFICIARY TO GET
ANSWERED QUICKLY AND ACCURATELY QUESTIONS WHICH, IN AN EARLIER
DAY, WOULD HAVE REQUIRED A VISIT TO A SOCIAL SECURITY FIELD
OFFICE OR AN EXCHANGE OF MAIL WITH THE AGENCY. THE HOT LINE
COULD SAVE BENEFICIARIES A LOT OF TIME AND EFFORT.
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HOWEVER, I AM AFRAID THAT I HAVE SOME CONCERNS ABOUT THIS
PROGRAM ON AT LEAST TWO LEVELS, AND WILL BE LOOKING TO THE
COMMISSIONER TO PROVIDE US SOME ASSURANCES ON THESE CONCERNS.

I AM CONFIDENT THAT I AM NOT THE ONLY MEMBER WHO WILL HAVE SUCH
CONCERNS ABOUT THE NEW SYSTEM.

THE FIRST LEVEL ON WHICH I HAVE CONCERNS IS THE LEAST
PROBLEMATIC; NAMELY, WHETHER THE PROGRAM IS ACCESSIBLE QUICKLY,
WITHOUT LONG WAITS, AND WHETHER THE RESPONSES WILL BE ACCURATE
WHEN BENEFICIARIES DO SPEAK TO SOCIAL SECURITY HOT LINE STAFF.
OUR EXPERIENCE WITH THE ACCURACY OF RESPONSES RECEIVED ON THE
INTERNAL REVENUE SERVICE HOT LINE IS NOT PARTICULARLY
ENCOURAGING, AND I THINK IS SAFE TO ASSUME THAT SOCIAL
SECURITY QUESTIONS CAN BE EVERY BIT AS COMPLICATED AS TAX
QUESTIONS.

THESE SHOULD BE PROBLEMS THAT CAN BE RESOLVABLE GIVEN
INVESTMENT OF APPROPRIATE RESOURCES IN DEALING WITH THEM.

MY OTHER CONCERN IS A LARGER ONE; NAMELY, WHETHER THE
COMMISSIONER INTENDS TO MAKE THIS TELEPHONE INQUIRY SYSTEM A
REPLACEMENT, RATHER THAN A COMPLEMENT, TO THE PRESENT SOCIAL
SECURITY FIELD STRUCTURE. IF THIS IS THE INTENTION, I, FOR
ONE, AM GOING TO HAVE TO BE BE SHOWN, IN ADVANCE, THAT
BENEFICIARIES WILL NOT SUFFER WHEN IT IS PUT INTO EFFECT.

IT IS OBVIOUS THAT, IN MANY CASES, WE WILL NOT BE DEALING
WITH SIMPLE QUESTIONS THAT CAN BE ANSWERED SIMPLY, AND I FEAR
THAT COMPLETE RELIANCE ON A TELPHONE HOT LINE SYSTEM COULD LEAD
TO GREAT FRUSTRATION FOR BENEFICIARIES. CONCEIVABLY, IT COULD
EVEN LEAD TO HARM IF THE SYSTEM DOES NOT PROVE UP TO THE TASK
OF PROVIDING TIMELY, ACCURATE RESPONSES TO PEOPLE WHO MAY BE
VULNERABLE, WHO MAY NOT EVEN KNOW IF THEY GET INCORRECT
ANSWERS, AND WHO MAY HAVE DIFFICULTY GETTING BACK INTO THE
SYSTEM IF THEY DO DISCOVER THAT THEY HAVE RECEIVED INCORRECT
ANSWERS.

I AM LOOKING FORWARD TO BEING REASSURED ON THESE CONCERNS
TODAY.

THANK YOU, MR. CHAIRMAN. THAT IS ALL I HAVE FOR THE
MOMENT.
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STATEMENT OF KATHERYN LIPPERT, PITTSBURGH, PA

Mrs. LipPErT. Good morning. My name is Katheryn Lippert. I am
from Pittsburgh, PA. I would like to let you know that I appreciate
the opportunity to come here today and speak on the problems I
have encountered with Social Security’s 800 number. I would espe-
cially like to thank Senator Heinz and his staff for taking time to
really listen to my story and for following through on their promise
to correct the problem.

On November 11, 1988, my husband of 50 years, August, died of a
massive heart attack just 2 days after his 74th birthday. Please try
to consider the frame of mind I was in at this time.

The undertaker told me that he sent the death certificate’ to
Social Secunty, and I assumed that was all that was needed to get
my widow’s benefit. In December, I called the 800 number and
asked how long it would take for me to receive my husband’s Social
Security check, and a man told me 2 to 3 months. He did not ask
me if I had filed a claim or tell me that I should have.

In March, when I still did not receive my check, I called the 800
number again, and they then told me that I did have to file a
claim. Although I didn’t know it at the time, I now understand
that my case was referred to the local field office, who then sent
me forms and a letter telling me they would call on March 24.

I filled the forms out and sent them my birth certificate, my
marriage certificate, and my husband’s death certificate. On March
24, a woman called me from the field office, asked me a lot of ques-
tions, and she filled out the form and sent it to me to sign. I must
say she was very understanding and helpful.

Last Friday, Senator Heinz' staff made several calls on my behalf
and was able to find out that I should be getting my check this
week—nearly 6 months after my husband’s death.

I would like to point out that for the past 5 months I have only
received my own Social Security check, which is $70 less than my
rent, alone. Due to this fact, I have had to dip into savings from
the sale of our family home to pay my bills. These are savings that
my husband and I always intended to use for emergencies and in
case either of us had to go into a nursing home.

I'm sure there are a lot of people who have no other income. 'And
I assure you I would have no place to live if I didn’t have this
money. I simply don’t know what I would have done. We have no
children, and I’m financially on my own now.

I believe that if I had been able to speak to a competent, knowl-
edgeable person at the beginning, instead of an 800 number, this
all could have been avoided.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you very much, Mrs. Lippert.

I may have a couple of questions in a moment, but I would first
like to call on Myra Baillie from San Francisco, CA.

STATEMENT OF MYRA BAILLIE, SAN FRANCISCO, CA

Mrs. BarLLiE. My name is Myra Baillie, and as you have heard
I'm from San Francisco, where I am self-employed.

Some months ago I received a notice from Social Security office
saying that I needed to contact them by a certain date concerning
my income. I called the 800 number listed on the notice and I kept
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calling and calling for 3 days. I called about 20 times a day. I called
from 9 in the morning until 5 p.m. This was during the last week
in January.

During the same time, I couldn’t get through. I looked in the
phone book and tried to find the Parkside Social Security office.
When I called the listed number I was referred again to the 800
number. Then I called the operator for the local number, but was
given the 800 number.

At this point I was becoming worried, because I was approaching
the deadline contained in the notice. I then went down to the
Social Security office where I saw four big signs around the room
3aying “Call the Social Security Number for service 24 hours a

ay.”

After waiting in line I finally got to talk to someone who told me
that I couldn’t meet with anyone because first I had to schedule an
appointment with the office through the 800 number. She advised
me to try the number between 5 and 7 p.m.

I called the 800 number between those times, and I got through,
but was put on hold for about 10 minutes. I finally hung up be-
cause I didn’t like tying up the line for that long. When I called
again, I did get through and I was told that the Parkside Social Se-
curity office would call me in 3 to 5 days.

As of yesterday, I still hadn’t heard back. I guess I'll have to go
down to the Parkside office again. Meanwhile, all I was trying to
do was to return a check that I did not feel I was entitled to.

The CHAIRMAN. You did go to the Parkside office?

Mrs. Bamuie. I did go to the Parkside office. I felt it was very
important, though, to let the public know that there is a live
person on the 800 number until 7 p.m. at night. We are not aware
of this. The 800 number is not listed in the San Francisco directory.
We'’re not aware that you can call after office hours. If you call
after 7 p.m. you do get a tape.

But I feel very sorry for people who are trying to get through.
Everyone who calls has a problem. Every person who calls that 800
number needs help. Perhaps they have an accent, or perhaps they
can’t understand very well. You're talking to elderly people who
may be a little slow, but you have to understand the information
that is given to them. I happened to get wrong information when
they called me back. I had a check and the man said to me, “I
don’t know how to advise you.” This was ¢a the telephone. “Why
don’t you just put the check in the savings and loan and collect the
interest until you find what to do with it.” .

The CHAIRMAN. And that would have probably been a violation
of the law, and ultimately you would have had to pay that back; is
that correct?

Mrs. BarLLIE. That’s probably true.

The CHAIRMAN. How many days did you try the 800 number?

Mrs. BAILLIE. I called solidly on and off for 3 days, and since that
time I've talked to many other people who have had the same prob-
lem. They just get discouraged, and they don’t try anymore.

The CHAIRMAN. Did the person at the other end of the line, when
you called the 800 number, identify where they were located?

Mrs. BaiLuie. No.
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The CHAIRMAN. Did you know at that time in which State that
person was located? You had no knowledge of this?

Mrs. BaiLLie. No.

The CuairMAN. Did the local Social Security office tell you to
call the 800 number in order to set up an appointment with the
local office. Is this correct?

Mrs. BalLLIE. Yes. When I went to the local office, I waited there
and tried to speak to someone. I said, “Instead of my calling the
800 number, since I can’t get through, may I speak to someone
here.” And they said that it wouldn’t do me any good because the
computer was down. _

The CHAIRMAN. How did you finally figure out the right person
to give the check back to?

Mrs. BaiLLie. What I did was—when I was in the office, I asked
if there was another phone number at the local office that I might
call. I was given that number. I did call and spoke to someone, and
she gave me the right information regarding the check, and told
me what to do. Now, I've tried to call them again recently, and I'm
still waiting to get someone to call me back from the Social Securi-
ty office to set up an appointment. That was a week ago.

The CHAIRMAN. But you have returned the check?

Mrs. BaiLLie. They told me to hold the check until the end of the
year because once it's been issued to me, whether I cash it or not,
I'm still liable for it, according to the books. I have to wait until
the end of my fiscal year, which is April 15, so when I file my taxes
they can decide, then, what to do with it. I still have to get into the
Social Security office before the 15th of the month.

The CHAIRMAN. Let me tell you what’s happening to you. We
have here the C & P Telephone white pages northern Virginia.
We'll just take this for example.

What is happening around the country—and what you see in this
telephone directory for January 1987 to December 1987—is the
local phone numbers for the local Social Security offices. They are
staffed with people that you have probably dealt with in the past.
They are probably people that you see at the grocery store. You
may sing in the choir with them. You may be in a club with them.
They are people that you may know.

However, when new telephone directories come out, all of this
will be gone. You're not going to be able to call your local Social
Security office. You're not going to be able to call John Jones that
knows your family, or Mary Smith that you happen to know at
your local Social Security office. This is what’s already happening
in 60 percent of the country. SSA is depersonalizing the system.

In many cases, wherever you call from, no matter what State,
you may be talking to a teleservice operator in another State.
Many times they do not know the situation that applies in your
State or locality.

Mrs. Baillie, I may have another question or two in a moment
after we first hear from Ms. Price.

Ms. Price, you're from Akron, OH. We welcome your testimony
and we appreciate your coming this morning.



15

STATEMENT OF JUDITH PRICE, AKRON, OH

Ms. Price. Thank you, sir.

My name is Judith Price, and I live in Akron, OH. I do not work
because I take care of my mother, who has Parkinson’s and whose
mind is no longer what it once was.

On March 27 I called Social Security’s 800 number to try to find
out what I need to do to get my mother’s Social Security checks
moved into a new account the court had suggested I open for her. I
could not get through.

Finally, toward the end of the day a man answered and took my
name, number, and a phone number, as well as my mother’s name
and Social Security number. He also told me that somebody would
call me back in 3 to 4 days. No one called me back.

Then I tried the 800 number three times, and each time gave up
after being put on hold for about 20 minutes. Finally, someone
picked up the line and told me that I had to wait 30 days before I
could get an answer to my question.

When I asked the person if I would receive information in the
mail, the person only kept on saying I had to wait 30 days. I said I
had to see someone that day, that it couldn’t wait, and again they
told me that I had to wait 30 days.

When I asked for the number of the Akron Social Security office,
once again I was told I had to wait 30 days.

Before all of this started, I had tried to find the Akron number
in the telephone book, all I could find was the 800 number. I next
tried calling the 800 number to get someone else. Finally I got a
different person. When I asked for the Akron number I was told
that it wouldn’t make any difference. I just kept on asking for it
anyway, and finally that person gave it to me.

When I called the Akron Social Security office, I wanted to know
why it would take 30 days to find out what I needed to know. I was
very upset. Mrs. Hadley—I'm pretty sure that was her name—
asked me if I wanted to come down and meet with her that day
and talk things over. I went down about an hour and a half later
and I was still upset. Mrs. Hadley was very patient and tried to
calm me down. After about 30 minutes I got all the information I
needed, and she helped me take care of the problem.

Later during the week I had two calls—one from Cleveland
saying to me that I gave the wrong Social Security number for my
mother, and then I had a call from Medina, OH, Social Security
office telling me that I had given my mother’s name for my last
name, which I did not do.

The CHAIRMAN. Now, how long did all this process take? Did you
ever straighten out the situation?

Ms. Price. When I went to downtown Akron it took approximate-
ly one-half hour. My appointment was at 1:30, and I was walking
out the door at 2.

The CuairMAN. How long did it take you to get into that office?
In other words, when did you start calling the 800 number?

Ms. Price. I was calling the 800 number off and on for a whole
week, but when I finally got the Akron number I got my appoint-
ment within an hour and a half’s time.
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The CHAIRMAN. So, locally you got service from the teleservice;
from the telephone call you made you got no response, basically,
.other than to say someone would be back in touch.

Ms. Price. Right, the 800 number gave me nothing, but the
Akron number settled it. .

The CHAIRMAN. Do you know whether you were talking to some-
one in Akron, OH, on the telephone, or in another state?

Ms. Prick. I did not know until I got downtown Akron, and they
told me I had called Cleveland—the 800 number I got was Cleve-
land.

The CHAIRMAN. Out of Cleveland, OH. Do you have any thoughts
that you might share with the committee this morning on what
might be done to make certain that others don’t have the same
kind of bad experience that you had? '

Ms. Price. Well, I think they ought to do away with the 800
number completely, and not treat us as if we were something they
could maybe sweep up in the dustpan and discard because they
don’t want to hear it. I think that would be great, because we need
to be able to talk to somebody in person.

With me, I'm not dealing only with Social Security. I've had
other problems with my mother, and it’s so frustrating. It feels like
if they have time to bother with me, they will, but they don’t, they
can just shut me off because I'm a nobody, and I think that’s
wrong. Some day they’re going to be old, too, and they're going to
need help. They’ve got to stop and think about what they’re doing
to these people now. When their turn comes, they’re going to get
worse treatment than we’re getting now.

The CHAIRMAN. In the case of Mrs. Lippert, our investigators
have .found that had she waited or been postponed—delayed, I
should say, by the bureaucracy—whether it was in person or by
phone—another 2 weeks, she would have exceeded SSA’s 6-month
grace period for requesting widow’s benefits. Then she would not
have been eligible to get retroactive payments since the day of her
husband’s death. Is this correct? In others words, were you up
against a deadline?

Mrs. LipperT. I know. I didn’t know it at the time, but I know it
now.

The CHAIRMAN. And with another 2 weeks delay you would have
been denied those benefits. Mrs. Lippert, do you have any sugges-
tions on what questions I might ask the administrator of the Social
Security Administration?

Mrs. LipperT. I don’t believe so.

The CHAIRMAN. If you think of some, you let me know.

Mrs. LirperT. I will.

The CHAIRMAN. You send them up here, and I will. Do you have
any thoughts on what we might do about this system to make it
more responsive?

Mrs. LipperT. Well, I agree with Judith that we should have a
person that we could talk to, instead of a computer.

The CHairMAN. Would you prefer—and I'll ask the question to
the three members of our panel—would you prefer to talk to some-
o}rlle q)n an 800 number, or to sit down in person and talk with
them?
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hMrs. LipperT. I would rather sit down in person and talk with
them.

The CHAIRMAN. What about you, Mrs. Baillie?

Mrs. BaILLIE. Yes.

The CHAIRMAN. And you, Ms. Judith Price?

Ms. Prick. Definitely in person.

The CHAirRMAN. How was the response? Was the teleservice oper-
ator when you finally got through to one, generally courteous?
What was their response?

Ms. Pricke. I felt as though they had the attitude of “Why are
you bothering me?”

The CHAIRMAN. What about you Mrs. Baillie?

Mrs. BaiLLie. Yes. They tried to discourage me from going to a
local office.

The CHAIRMAN. Mrs. Lippert?

Mrs. LirperT. Well, I called the local office, and the operator
gave me the 800 number. They didn’t even connect me with the
field office.

The CHAIRMAN. So, when you contacted the local office, they
gave you the 800 number?

Mrs. LIpPERT. Right.

The CrAalrRMAN. And encouraged you to call?

Mrs. LipperT. Right. I didn’t have a choice.

The CHAIRMAN. At this point, I'd like to note the presence today
of one of our outstanding Members of the Senate and of the com-
mittee, Senator Quentin Burdick of North Dakota. Senator Burdick
has arrived, and I'm wondering if he might have any comments or
questions of our panel.

Senator Burdick.

STATEMENT OF SENATOR QUENTIN BURDICK

Senator Burpick. Mr. Chairman, you are doing quite well. I'm
late, and I ask unanimous consent that my opening statement be
made a part of the record.

The CrairMAN. It will be placed in the record. We appreciate
your presence here. We are examining a very, very rapidly growing
program which is off and running—and I'm afraid off and running
in the wrong direction, Senator Burdick. This is the 800 number
whereby Social Security beneficiaries with problems or questions
are referred to an 800 number. They are being discouraged from
going into their local Social Security office, as they’ve been doing
for the last 50 years. This is a far cry from SSA’s former policy.

Senator Burpick. I'd like to ask one question at this point.

The CHAIRMAN. Please do.

Senator Burpick. Is the 800 number a toll-free call in all parts of
the United States?

Mrs. LipperT. I believe so.

Ms. PriICE. Yes.

Senator Burbpick. That’s some advantage, isn’t it?

Ms. PricE. No, sir.

Senator Burbick. Not any?

Ms. Price. No.

Senator Burbpick. OK.
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[The prepared statement of Senator Burdick follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF SENATOR BURDICK ON SociaL SECURITY ToLL-FREE SERVICE

I want to thank the chairman for holding this hearing on an issue of such impor-
tance-to elderly Americans. The future of Social:Security is important to all Ameri-
cans. -

Plans for changing the way service is-delivered must be given very careful consid-
eration. Imposing toll-free .telephone service as the only way to reach S.S.A. could
have an overall negative impact on the quality of service.

Many people who often contact S.S.A. are accustomed to one-on-one assistance.
We must consider whether telephone-only inquiries, as proposed by the Commission-
er, are appropriate.

Frankly, I am skeptical that the individual needs of claimants can be solved over
the phone. I believe that the field offices continue to provide a very necessary serv-
1ce.

But I understand that in my State of North Dakota, the field-offices have been
forced to cut support staff. Reviewers have less time to visit people in rural areas
because they spend much more time doing paperwork.

I would. like to welcome Commissioner Hardy for appearing here today. I hope
_that she can address some of these concerns.

And again, I want to thank the chairman for-his dedication to quality Social Secu-
rity service.

The CHAIRMAN. I don’t know where calls from North Dakota are
routed, Senator Burdick. In the State of Arkansas there are 75
counties; so far, there is only-one county that has the 800 number.
In a matter of the next-several months, however, all of the 75 coun-
-ties will be included. In the one county, Faulkner County—which is
a large rural county north of Little Rock—callers think that they
are talking to the local Social Security office in downtown Conway,
but they’re actually talking to someone in Birmingham, AL.

The rules in Alabama for SSI are different from the rules in Ar-
kanslas. Misinformation and wrong -information are often the
result.

These concerns led me last fall to ask: the General Accounting
-Office to spotlight some of these problems. And certainly enough,
these problems developed.

We're getting ready in just a moment to call on Ms. Hardy of the
Social Security Administration to discuss these problems.

‘I asked Mrs. Lippert if she might have any questions I might ask
Ms. Hardy. I wonder if either of the two other panelists have a
question for her. If 'you do, please submit it to me and I will ask
that question.

 Mrs. . LipPERT. Well, the-only thing I said was when we sent the
death certificate in they didn’t send his-December check. They got
that off right away.

The CHAIRMAN. Mrs. Baillie?

Mrs. BaiLLik. I think a lot of people need help in just filling out
forms. You cannot do that on the telephone.

The CHAIRMAN. That’s a good point.

Judith Price.

Ms. PricE. I can’t think of -anything right now, but may I ask
later if I think of something?

The CHaIRMAN. Well, certainly. You send a question or two up,
or a comment, and I'll be glad to relay that.to Ms. Hardy or the
proper officials.
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We do want to thank this panel. You've come from a long way,
and we very much appreciate your testimony. You have spotlighted
some of the problems, and you have related your personal experi-
ences. Unfortunately, we could multiply them by probably thou-
sands and thousands, as we are now beginning to get many, many
. concerns expressed to us.

Thank you very much for your attendance this morning.

Mrs. LippeErT. Thank you.

Ms. Price. Thank you.

Mrs. BaiLiie. Thank you.

The CuairmaN. We would like at this time to call Dorcas R.
Hardy, the Commissioner of the Social Security Administration.

I would like to welcome you this morning.

Ms. Harpy. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. How are you?

The CHAIRMAN. I'm doing fine. The question is: How are you?

I don’t know if you were in the room when this panel that pre-
ceded you to the witness table testified, but they did bring out some
very serious concerns and problems with the 800-number initiative
and Project 2000.

We look forward to your statement, and then we will have some
questions.

STATEMENT OF DORCAS R. HARDY, COMMISSIONER, SOCIAL SE-
CURITY ADMINISTRATION, ACCOMPANIED BY JOHN P. McHALE,
PROJECT COORDINATOR, NATIONAL 800 NUMBER; JAMES
KISSKO, SENIOR EXECUTIVE OFFICER; AND RUTH PIERCE, AS-
SOCIATE DEPUTY COMMISSIONER FOR OPERATIONS

. Ms. Harpy. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. It is a pleasure to be
ere.

I am accompanied by Ruth Pierce, who is the Associate Deputy
Commissioner for Operations; Jim Kissko, Senior Executive Officer;
and Jack McHale, who is Project Coordinator of the national 800
number.

I am pleased to be here today to discuss one of our ways to im-
prove service to the public, the toll-free telephone service. It is a
new nationwide—not quite nationwide—integrated network. It will
make it easier and more convenient for the public to discuss and
conduct its business with Social Security. It is a reflection of our
long-standing and very proud commitment to provide the best
public service we can and to really keep that commitment of high-
quality service to the American public.

Our new 800-number service, as you know, began last October. It
immediately improved our telephone service by offering toll-free
service for 10 percent of the population who previously had to pay
long-distance charges to get in touch with Social Security.

At present, 60 percent of the Nation is served by the 800
number. They are served with an SSA representative from 7 a.m.
to 7 p.m., which is a 50-percent increase over our previous 8-hour
workday. When phase II of the system is up in October, everyone
will be able to reach us through that number.

As I think you are aware, as part of phase II we are establishing
three large teleservice centers throughout the country, and we are
expanding the one that we already have in Birmingham.
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On October 1, there will be roughly twice as many telephone
service representatives on duty in the TSC’s as there were before
October of this year.

We have adopted the 800:number service because our own and
- General Accounting-Office: studies indicated that to improve our

telephone service we would have to fundamentally change our ap-
proach.

-In a May 1988 survey—about a year ago—it was found by GAO
. that 34 percent of all of the test calls did not readily get to an SSA

employee,.and that there was a busy rate of over 15 percent.

In April 1988, just before that, our study had indicated a nation-
wide busy signal rate of more than 35 percent.

Now, as GAO noted in its September 1988 report, SSA considered
a number of alternatives for improving its service besides the na-

_tional 800 system. GAO said that, “considering SSA’s objectives for
improving service, and the shortcomings of its current phone
system, its decision to implement 800 service appears to be reasona-

“ble. Improving phone service using the 800 system will cost $34
million per year more than the current service but $19 million less
than improving service using the current system.”

We have used two basic measures, which I know you're con-
cerned about, to gauge our performance with the 800 number serv-
ice—busy signal rates and accuracy rates.

Under both measures we have met the challenge of successfully
implementing a very technologically complex telephone system.

From October to December 1988, busy signal rates were roughly
in line with the rates that GAO found before October 1. In January
and February our busy signal rates.did go up because many people
retired then or they:had put off making routine calls to us during
the December holidays. Busy signal rates were high, especially on
peak days, which are check days, the first week of the month, and
on the first days of each week, which is not unusual. It is human
behavior in this country to call at certain times.

We took immediate action to deal with that high demand. We ex-
tended the TSC hours of service, and we started using automatic
answering machines so callers could report events that were
simple, such as changes of address.

We worked closely with our service contractor to redesign our
call routing plans to-reflect .patterns of demand. And, starting in
March, we detailed employees from nearby field offices to TSC’s to
answer calls on certain peak days. These actions were successful—
very successful—and for March, historically our busiest month of
every year, our busy signal rate dropped to 9.3 percent.

Now, by the end of 1989 our goal is to have a busy signal rate
that averages no more than 5 percent. We think we can get there.

Our second basic measure of our performance is the quality of
-service that we deliver to the public. We conducted two surveys—in
.October of last year -and just a couple of months ago in January.
Surveys were intended to assess very, very technical knowledge of
our newly trained TSC staff of over a couple of hundred people.
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The test questions we posed were more difficult than those we re-
ceive from average callers. At the same time, our studies show that
more than 92 percent of the time they were answered correctly in
the first survey, and more than 94 percent of the time in the
second survey.
- We monitored our TSR’s, our telephone representatives’ calls to
determine the accuracy of the information that was actually being
given to the public, and it showed that more than 97 percent of the
time our phone representatives provide the correct answer with re-
spect to eligibility and payment levels.

Now, the new 800 number not only provides quality service, but
it is also extremely popular. During our first 6 months, we received
22 million calls throughout this country—which was 20 percent
more than we had expected. We also conducted a study in Febru-
ary to find out how well the 800 service met the needs of those who
have used it. That showed that 84 percent of our callers were satis-
fied with the 800 number service. I admit that is not 100 percent,
but it is 84 percent. And 98 percent thought they had been treated
courteously. We would like both of those numbers, clearly, to be
100 percent.

One reason for the high degree of satisfaction is that callers can
take care of their business with SSA with a simple, toll-free call.
And 90 percent of the callers using the 800 number now can get
through on the first try on non-check days. And in 87 percent of
our cases the telephone representative can complete the business,
the necessary action, to resolve their questions.

So, Mr. Chairman, we believe that the 800 number service repre-
sents increased service to the entire public. It is an addition to, not
a replacement for other modes of service. Certainly we have en-
countered challenges during this transition year, but the record
shows that SSA, as you should expect, has met that challenge.

We have had intensive planning for implementation of our 800
number service in October, and that has paid off. I'm confident
that we will be able to successfully implement phase IT to be 100
percent nationwide by October 1989. This will be the largest 800
number operation in the world, and we want it to be the best,

Once phase II is fully implemented and tested, I think we will be
able to achieve fully our goals of providing convenient and accessi-
ble and high-quality telephone service.

In closing, Mr. Chairman, I'd like to just read two short state-
ments from many letters that we received from our customers who
were satisfied with our 800 number service.

We had a 62-year-old couple in Sherman Oaks, CA, who wrote to
me and said, “All that I can say is that this was one of the finest
business experiences I have ever encountered in the 48 years that I
have been in the business world. Doubly so, because most dealings
with Government agencies leave an awful lot to be desired. Con-
gratulations to all who have had a hand in developing this pro-
gram and in the selecting and training of people like Miss
Warren.”—their teleservice representative—*It was outstanding.”

And finally, from an individual in Sun Cit , CA, who is currently
a beneficiary: “During these times when business and Government
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have grown so big because of the need to serve so many people, 1
found it refreshing to know that Government is just as or even
more service oriented than some of our large corporations.”

Thank you, Mr. Chairman. .

We are here to answer your questions.

[The prepared statement of Ms. Hardy follows:]
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. Mr. Chairman, I am pleased to appear before you today to
discuss the Social Security Administration’s (SSA’s) toll-free
telephone service. :

Introduction

This new 800-number service is just one of several very
important recent improvements in SSA’s service to the public.
One of my highest priorities as Commissioner has been to maintain
and improve SSA’s record for providing high-quality public
service.

Before describing in detail the improvements we have made in
providing service over the telephone, I would like briefly to
mention several other recent advances in the quality of SSA’s
service.

o New computer terminals have been installed in all of our
local offices and the teleservice centers (TSCs). These
terminals provide immediate access through S5SA’s modernized
claims system to most of our major data files so that we can
process claims and serve the public more quickly and
accurately.

o In August 1988 we inaugurated a new Personal Earnings and
Benefit Estimate Statement (PEBES) which provides workers
with a record of their Social Security earnings and with
estimates of future benefits. PEBES has drawn an
enthusjastic response from the public. Thus far, over
3.5 million PEBES forms have been issued to members of the
public wvho have requested them.
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© We also implemented nationally a new service that allows
parents to request a Social Security number for their newborn
children as part of the State birth registration process.
The public’s response has been so positive that the service
is now available in 40 States including the District of
Columbia -and Puerto Rico. Almost all of the remaining States
plan to participate in.the near future.

o We have .concluded a memorandum of understanding with the
Internal Revenue Service on the reconciliation of differences
in the wage reports employers send to the two agencies.
Through this cooperative effort we will be able to credit
additional. earnings that could in some cases increase Social
‘Security benefits. We are also working with employers to
improve the accuracy of their earnings reports so that every
worker receives Social Security credit for all of his or her
earnings.

Toll-Free Telephone Service

Now, let me turn to a discussion of SSA’s other important
public service accomplishment--our toll-free telephone service.
This new service;:which. was implemented on October 1 last year,
immediately improved telephone service by offering toll-free
service to the 10 percent of the population who previocusly had to

~ pay long-distance charges:to call SSA. At present, 60 percent of
.the Nation is served by the 800-number service, and we plan to
implement this ‘service for the remainder of the country on
October 1.

The 800.number improves-the accessibility-and convenience of
SSA ‘service by extending the hours the public may talk with an
‘SSA representative to 7 .a.m. to 7 p.m. nationwide--a 50-percent
increase over our previous ‘8=hour workday. -This is-made possible
by the 800 number system’s ability to route calls across time
zones and by extending the hours of scme east and west coast
offices. At night, and on weekends and holidays, automated
answering equipment provides general Social Security information,
automatically .processes some actions--such as changes of
address--and takes messages for callback the next business day.

when phase two of the system is implemented this oOctober,
everyone will be able to reach SSA through one easily accessible
and easy-to-remember telephone number that will replace our old
patchwork system of phone service.

Major Progress. in SSA’s Telephone Service

. since telephone service is such an important element in

-;providing good service to the public, we have always strived to
provide callers with good telephone access to SSA. To meet this
goal, in the early 1970’s we established 34 TSCs which at their
peak handled about 25 million calls a year. However, our own
assessment of the level of service we provided, which has been
confirmed by several reports made by the General Accounting
office (GAO), indicated that in order to improve the level of
service we would have to fundamentally change our approach to
telephone service.

A series of reports completed by GAO over the past several
years gives insight into the problems that existed with SSA’s
telephone service. In these studies, GAO staff called SSA’s TSCs
and other SSA offices to see how easy it was for their calls to
get through. 1In its final survey in May 1988 prior to the
implementation of the first phase of 800-number service, GAO
found that 34 percent of all test calls did not have ready access
to an SSA employee, and that there was a 15.2 percent busy rate.
GAO also found that SSA was not collecting adequate data by which
teleservice performance could be measured and that service to the
public varied significantly across the country.

In April 1988 we conducted our own nationwide survey to
develop some baseline busy signal data for parison purp so
that we could evaluate the results obtained from the 800-number
system. The results we obtained through a sample of
700,000. calls indicated a nationwide busy signal rate of
38 percent, well above the 15-percent goal SSA had set for its
TSCs.
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Clearly, Mr. Chairman, something had to be done not only to
improve our telephone service but also to take account of the
‘public’s increasing preference to do business with us over the
telephone.

Accordingly, I asked my staff to review the options that were
available to us for improving the quality of SSA’s phone service.
After due consideration, veé deécided that the best approach for
improving phone service was to go to a nationwide toll-free
network. Only this option provided improved service along with
the benefits of a single nationwide toll-free telephone number.

A8 GAO noted in its Septemd 1988 report on SSA’s
implementation of phase one of 800-number service, “SSA
considered a number of alternatives for improving its service
besides the national 800 system. Considering SSA’s objectives
for improving service, and the shortcomings of its current phone
system, its decision to implement 800 service appears to be
reasonable. Improving phone service using the 800 system will
cost $34 million per year more than the current service but
$19 million less than improving service using the current
systen.”

In addition, GAO concluded that, "We believe the proposed
nationwide 800 system has significant advantages over the present
structure.. In particular; the new system is designed to provide
better service, be more efficient, and enhance SSA’s ability to
effectively manage its phone service workload.®

Implementation of 800-Rumber Service

Establishing a nationwide toll-free telephone system capable
of handling the huge volume of calls SSA receives was an enormous
technological undertaking. The new system replaces a complicated
mosaic of service provided by 34 separate TS5Cs. Each TSC had its
own set of telephone numbers which were used in specific
geographic areas. In addition, smaller telephone answering
units, called statewide answering units or "mini-TSCs® were set
up within many field offices to handle increasing telephone
workloads in their service areas. .-

We decided to implement the toll-free system in two phases.,
The first phase went into operation as scheduled on Octcber 1,
1988, and covered the 50 percent of the population served by the
existing TSCs and the 10 percent of the population in mainly
rural areas that had to pay toll charges to call one of our
offices. To assure that the new system had the capacity to
handle this additional workload, two new TSCs were opened in
Honolulu, Hawaii, and San Juan, Puerto Rico, and the first large
scale TSC was opened in the program service center in Birmingham,
Alabama. = Throughout the entire system, we now have a total of
$00. additional teleservice representatives (TSRs) to augment the
1,400 TSRs who were already working in the TSCs. - .

When phase two of the national 800 number is implemented on
October 1, 1989, 800-number service will be provided to the
remaining 40 percent of the population. At that point,

100 percent of the population will be served by one. 800 number.
In order to provide nationwide 800-number service we are
establishing three additional large scale TSCs in Baltimore,
Maryland; Albuquergue, New Mexico; and Auburn, Washington, and we
are expanding the TsC in Birmingham, Alabama.

By October 1, 1989, there will be about 1,000 additional TSRs
on duty, increasing the number of TSRs to approximately 3,000.
(Along with the increased staff, we plan a corresponding increase
in telephone lines of 58 percent.) When fully implemented the
800-number system will employ approximately twice as many TSRs as
the system in effect before October 1, 1988. Also, many
employees currently working at low grades will have the
cppgr:unity to advance as a result of being hired for the TSR
position. .
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By the end of calendar year 1989 we expect to meet SSA’s
-aggressive new goals for providing easy access to telephone
service. These are to have a busy signal rate that averages no
more than 5 percent and to have no more than 50 percent of calls
placed on hold. For calls that are placed on hold, the goal is
to 1imit the time they are on hold to no more than 60 seconds.
We expect to be able to meet these aggressive new goals because
(1) we will realize efficiencies of scale in the operation of the
four large-scale TSCs, (2) the 3,000 staff in the 800 network
will have gained the experience necessary to promptly and
accurately answer questions, and (3) we will have gained the
experience needed to develop and employ the most efficient call
routing patterns.

Evaluation of the First 6 Months of 800-Number Service

puring the first 6 months of 800-number service we have been
monitoring our performance every step of the way. As we have
identified problems and gained experience with the system we have

been able to modify our procedures along the way in order to
improve our performance.

The first measure of performance that I wish to discuss is
our capacity for handling calls. The basic indicator here is the
busy signal rate. From October through December busy signal

- rates were roughly in line with the rates GAO found before
October 1. Our capacity for handling calls appeared to be
adequate although the actual demand was about 20 percent higher
than we had anticipated.

But in January and February, busy signal rates were high due
to a combination of factors. Increased demand traditionally
occurs in the first quarter of the year, because many people plan
their retirement to coincide with the beginning of the new year
and because many people put off making routine calls due to
vacations and holiday activities that occur in December.

In particular, the public received many busy signals in
January and February during times when our calls are
heaviest--such as on check days, during the first week of the
month, and on the first days of each week. To alleviate these
problems, we took several actions to strengthen the new. telephone
system.

-3 A new plan was developed expressly for our peak call days.
We extended the hours of service in certain TSCs on peak days
80 we could handle more calls.

© As we gained experience with how workloads peaked, we worked
closely with the service contractor to redesign our call
routing plans to make more efficient use of the entire
network. This is an ongoing process which results in greater
productivity as both we and our contractor develop a better
understanding of how the new system can be adjusted to better
accommodate periods of peak demand.

o We also started using advanced messaging technology to report
events such as changes of address or to leave a message SO
that SSA can call the person back the next day.

o Starting in March, we detailed employees from nearby field
offices to the TSCs to answer calls on certain peak days. In
March we detailed employees on 5 days. .We were prepared to
detail employees on March 27 and March 28 (Monday and
Tuesday) as well, but our busy signal rate had improved so
much that we saw no need to do so. .

The .results of these actions, Mr. Chairman, were very
‘successful. Our busy signal rate was 9.3 percent in March,
significantly lower than the 15.2 percent GAO found in May 1988.

(The attached chart summarizes busy-signal rate data.) I believe
we have demonstrated the network’s flexibility and capability to
_ meet the workload, and it is to the credit of dedicated SSA